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Abstract

This paper is centered around the misrepresentation of women in the media and
the implications that it has had on the treatment of women’s rights in society. The media
is defined as television, movies, advertisements, etc. Women have been represented as
being oversimplified through their stereotypical portrayal as housewives and mothers in
the media, alongside being hypersexualized through their clothing and body image.
Both of these forms of portrayals have had negative effects on women. Young girls are
now being targeted as well through the explicit tones that the advertising of children’s
toys creates. This paper aims to demonstrate how women have been disadvantaged
through their stereotypical portrayal in the media and the ways in which that has led to
their rights being disregarded in society. The overturning of the legal case Roe v. Wade
is a prime example used in this paper to demonstrate a direct way in which women have
been disadvantaged and the ways that their portrayals in the media may have led to
this. This paper also aims to convince society that changes must be made to the ways
that we show women in the media.

Symbolic annihilation: a term coined by George Gerbner in 1976 which refers to the
“... systematic underrepresentation of a particular group or groups and/or media
representations that favor stereotypes and omit realistic portrayals.”

Gender bland sexism: a term coined by Musto, et al. in 2017 that describes a form of
gender frameworking that attempts to disguise sexism against women by downplaying
their athletic performances, in comparison to men’s, in nonchalant ways

Hypersexualization: the attribution, usually by the media, of a sexual characteristic to
something that does not originally indicate any relation to sexuality

Forty-three percent of women in America say that they have been treated unfairly
or discriminated against because of their gender. (Horowitz, et al., 2017) The media is
one of the most obvious examples of the ways in which women are shown to be inferior.
The false representations of women in the media have contributed to the neglect of
women’s rights in society. The media upholds the idea that women fall into the
stereotypical description of being image obsessed individuals who are confined to the
home by hypersexualizing and oversimplifying their existence. This negative portrayal of
women has contributed to women’s rights being disregarded in society because of a
lack of consideration for a woman’s abilities and duality outside of the common
stereotypes we are exposed to. Political happenings, such as the overturning of Roe v.
Wade, directly demonstrate society’s lack of respect for women’s rights. When women
are shown in the media in ways that limit their personalities and abilities through their
portrayal as oversimplified housewives and hypersexualization individuals it leads to the
inequality and mistreatment we see in society.
The negative portrayal of women in the media is bad for their representation in
society. The media often disproportionately shows women in the role of a housewife or
mother. (Douglas, 2018) This demonstrates the long-running stereotype that women are
exclusively meant to raise children and run the household. This portrayal simplifies a
woman's existence and, in turn, insinuates that they do not lead fulfilling personal lives
outside of their roles in the home. If women aren’t seen as fulfilling these stereotypes
they aren’t seen as being valuable, because they do not serve the purpose that the
media has given them in society; “...women were cast as suited only to clean house and

produce babies, all had a built-in maternal instinct, were by nature passive and
inherently domestic, and lived to be deferential to men.” (Douglas, 2019, p.38)
There is nothing wrong with a woman choosing to be a housewife, however the
consistent portrayal of women through this stereotypical lens is confining to women who
may choose not to fulfill that role.
Women have made great strides to break away from the stereotypes they face
in everyday life. One example of this is how women have further entered the once maledominated realm of sports, but even with the strides that women have made for equal
representation in sports coverage there are still aspects that deem their roles as less
significant. Musto, et al. (2017) introduced the term gender-bland sexism to describe the
ways in which women are subliminally still underrepresented in sports. Musto, et al.
explains the meaning behind this term, “The current strategy for inclusion in TV news
and highlight shows is found in a gender-bland form of sexism, which frames women in
a lackluster and uninspired manner.” (2017, p. 575) This term aims to show that there is
still a bias present in the media that constantly portrays men as being dominant in less
obvious ways, such as differences in the use of associated language and a lack of
quality coverage. Men’s sports are often covered on TV in more exciting ways with
“...more camera angles, shot types, and special effects…” (Musto, et al, 2017, p. 575)
while women’s sports are covered in the media in ways that deem them “...lackluster
and unexciting.” (Musto, et al, 2017, p. 575) Something as simple as language choice
can inadvertently suggest that women’s sports are less important than men’s. The
concept of gender-bland sexism in sports alludes to the idea that there are many other

ways that women’s roles are subliminally being downplayed in society by the ways in
which they are depicted.
The hypersexualization of women in the media is another great example of a way
in which women are subliminally being misrepresented. Hypersexualization in the
media is harmful because it takes away a woman’s right to choose when she wants to
be viewed as sexy. The constant portrayal of women as sexual individuals creates an
unrealistic standard for how women should look, and even act, in everyday life. Douglas
touches on the representation of women in the media:
“...in magazines and advertising, on television, in films – [women] were primarily
young, white, and slim, shown almost exclusively in passive or helpmate roles or,
worse, used simply as sex objects, and conformed to very narrow corporately
defined standards of beauty.” (2018, p. 99)
This hypersexualization surrounding a woman’s clothing choice and the way that
their bodies are commonly presented has become linked to what it means to be
feminine, since the media often plays a large role in setting the standards in society.
Always showing women as hypersexualized and glamorous beings gives off the false
impression that only those who fit into this small category are valuable to society, they
are the ones that get to be on TV and in movies and advertisements. Women constantly
being shown with a certain body standard, and in sexually suggestive clothing, is
harmful to the outlook that not only society has on women, but the outlook that women
may have on themselves. If the women you constantly see in the media look nothing
like the average woman, then the average woman is going to believe they are not
fulfilling society’s standards.

Unfortunately, the hypersexualization of women starts from an early age. The
idea that women should be seen as sexual comes from marketing strategies, used even
in children’s advertising. Toys marketed to children, such as Barbie, highlight the sexual
aspects of the female body in a manner that is presented in the form of entertainment.
The film Barbie Nation is a documentary that demonstrates how the sexualized and
glamorous nature of this toy affects a young girl’s outlook on femininity. In the film two
young girls were shown playing with Barbies. One of the young girls proceeds to tell the
filmmakers, “If I was Barbie I wouldn’t care if I was fat or thin. It doesn’t really matter if
you’re pretty, it's not that important, but there is one important thing about being prettyif you’re not pretty, at least a little bit pretty, people won’t really like you and then you
won’t have any friends.” (Stern, 1998) It can be assumed that the glamorized look of
dolls, such as Barbie, can contribute to this type of negative association of image and
likeability in young girls. Because these young girls see Barbie idolized, with her bleach
blonde hair, perfect skin, and unrealistically proportioned body, they will adopt the idea
that these are the traits that society favors in women. There are theories that aim to
prove that society’s favoritism of certain body images, specifically ones that apply to
women, can shape how girls and women begin to view themselves. The objectification
theory is defined by Fredrickson & Roberts as the ways in which “...girls and women are
typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s perspective as a primary view of their
physical selves.” (1997, p. 173) The objectification theory expands upon the idea that an
individual’s personal image of what a body should look like is based on sociocultural
practices. (Fredrickson & Roberts,1997) With the statistic that “...92% of American girls
ages 3 to 12 have owned a Barbie..” (Dockterman, “Barbie’s Got a New Body”) it can be

argued that the act of playing with a Barbie is a sociocultural practice, and therefore falls
into the category of having the ability to shape ideas of body image in young girls.
Clothing marketed towards young girls has even begun to mimic the marketing
strategies often geared towards adult women in an attempt to start sexualizing girls from
a young age. Savas (2015) explains,
“Sexualisation, too, starts from early ages in our days. There has been a line of
padded bikini tops for girls as young as seven years old. The image from a
clothing line for young girls –supported by a famous singer and designed by her
mother- shows girls all made-up, wearing high-heels and posing in ways that are
identified with grown up models or otherwise sipping tea calmly. Just like their
grown up counterparts, young girls are either overtly sexualized or passive
without a voice.” (p. 9)
The younger girls who are being exposed to hypersexualization will grow up
seeing their own self-worth as being based on their image, since the concept of image
and sexuality has been marketed as being of the utmost importance in society.
Besides the development of harmful ideas surrounding body image in young
girls, there poses the issue of those same young girls growing up and becoming aware
of the ways in which they are misrepresented in the media. This can have effects on
their self-image as well. Symbolic annihilation is a term created by communication
scholar George Gernber in 1976 and is defined as, “...the systematic
underrepresentation of a particular group or groups and/or media representations that
favor stereotypes and omit realistic portrayals.” (Douglas, et al., 2018, p. 102) Symbolic
annihilation perfectly describes the struggles women face with their false

representations in the media. Because the common stereotypes surrounding women
are upheld by the media, women do not get to see themselves displayed realistically.
This misrepresentation can lead to women feeling unrecognized and unappreciated in
society. This is dangerous because it can mean more instances of women with low selfesteem, (Collins, 2011, p. 293) as they are constantly and subliminally being told that
they are inferior by the ways in which they are depicted in the media. It can also lead to
the downplaying of a woman’s capabilities, based on the attitudes that others may
develop towards women, formed from their consumption of media content. It is easy to
write someone’s rights off as being less important than your own if the media you are
exposed to on the daily tells you that they should be defined in terms that don’t
accurately depict their abilities. The oversimplification and omission of a realistic
portrayal of women by the media has upheld the sexist idea that women are incapable
of being multifaceted beings. Women have accomplished a lot throughout history,
including gaining the right to vote and serve in office, and the media needs to put more
emphasis on the idea that women are capable. This will give women the representation
that they have earned and inspire women to continue reaching for more advances in
society.
It can be argued that women’s rights are seen as being less important because
women are hypersimplified and oversexualized in the media. Social Cognitive Theory
can help to explain how media exposure affects an individual’s views on the world
around them. (Sink, 2016)
“SCT [Social Cognitive Theory] suggests that the mechanisms through which
people learn from media exposure are consistent with processes associated with

learning from real world models of behavior. By observing the behaviors of others
(e.g., peers, parents, media figures), an individual can develop rules that guide
subsequent thoughts and behavior.” (Sink, 2016, p. 5)
With the portrayal of women as being oversimplified and hypersexualized
constantly in the media it makes sense as to why their rights have been deemed as less
important. The overturning of Roe v. Wade is an example of a way in which women’s
rights have been neglected in society. Roe v. Wade was put into effect based on the
decision that it complied with the Constitution's guarantee to an individual’s right to
privacy. The overturning of this legal case shows that a woman’s ability to get pregnant
is no longer considered a private matter. There are significant consequences to
pregnancy that can affect many aspects of a woman’s private life, including their health
and well-being. Abrams explains, “Research shows people who are denied abortions
are more likely to experience higher levels of anxiety, lower life satisfaction, and lower
self-esteem compared with those who are able to obtain abortions.” (“The facts about
abortion,” 2022) This reveals that the mental well-being of women was not considered in
the decision making process to overturn Roe v. Wade. The Guttmacher Institute (2005)
reported that of the one-thousand two hundred and nine abortion patients interviewed in
clinics across the country seventy-four percent explained that having a child would
interfere with their education, work, or ability to care for other dependents. Seventythree percent said they could simply not afford to raise a child, while forty-eight percent
said they were having relationship problems and did not want to bring a child into the
world with their current partner. There are many reasons as to why a woman may
choose to not become a mother, and limiting a woman’s access to abortion further

discredits their ability to accomplish tasks outside of motherhood. This is similar to the
ways in which the media reduces women’s identities to homemakers and mothers and
confines them from leading lives outside these stereotypical roles.
The oversimplification of women as housewives and mothers, as well as the
hypersexualization of women in the media, has led to women being denied their basic
rights. The denial of these rights has come in several forms, one of the most significant
being the overturning of the legal case Roe v. Wade. The negative portrayal of women
in the media has been around for a long time, but it does not mean that women should
not have the right to equality when it comes to their rights. Tuchman, et al. (1978) asks
an important question:
“Can the image of women in the mass media be changed? My answer is: It
depends to a large extent on how one defines change. There are two kinds of change.
One kind is a further extension or intensification of the built·in tendencies in the social
structure; the other is a change in the structure itself.” (p. 46)
We as a society must learn to portray women in more healthy ways in the media
to give women the equality that they deserve in society. While a more positive portrayal
of women in the media may not be the only way in which women can gain equality, it is
a good step in the right direction and sets the example that women, and their rights,
should be respected. Whether this is accomplished through finding more inclusive ways
to portray women in the current media structure our society follows, or building a new
structure from the ground up, it must be done to protect women’s rights.
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